Introduction -roads as vehicles of development? 11
For the past two decades, development of the road network in Nepal has topped community and 12 government priorities, a trend likely to continue as the country transitions to a decentralized Federal 13 government (Rankin, 2017) . In parallel, China's new Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) offers the promise of 14 investments in key infrastructure: expanding trunk roads, hydro-electricity, trade and development 15 (The Wire, 2017; The Economist, 2017). Yet as Nepal devolves significant power to local and Provincial 16 administrations, it is uncertain whether the newly formed local administrations will rise to the 17 challenge of establishing safeguards to ensure that promised benefits outweigh potential losses. We 18 suggest that the issue of poor roads in Nepal is a political, not a technical issue and one where better 19 service and less environmental damage could both be significantly addressed through improved 20
governance. This commentary points to the need for improved road governance based on research, 21 consultations and observations of road construction and associated landslides in Nepal. It also 22 highlights the need for more scientific studies on the topic as most relevant publications emanated 23 from the grey literature, government publications or media articles. 24
Roads are globally accepted livelihoods links for communities in rural areas. By reducing travel time 25 on foot, opportunities are opened for quicker transportation of goods, better access to employment, 26 education and health (Bryceson et al., 2008; Hettige, 2006;  ). Roads generally create direct and indirect 27 benefits to rural populations, directly through employment in constructing and maintaining roads, and 28 in providing rural transportation services. Indirectly they provide opportunities for marketing goods 29 and services, flexibility for employment and roadside businesses, and for transporting agricultural 30 products to markets (Bryceson et al., 2008; Iimi et al., 2016) . They can provide a safety net of sorts in 31 generating alternative livelihood opportunities, especially in circumstances where conditions for 32 agriculture are difficult. In general, connectivity is thus positively correlated with lower poverty rates 33 (Hettige, 2006; Iimi et al., 2016) . Additionally, there are many non-monetary benefits of roads, 34 especially greater access for the poor to health and other public services, such as education, which can 35 significantly reduce vulnerability and even gender inequality (Starkey et al., 2013) . In Nepal, roads are 36 also linked to the current boom in migration, facilitating easier mobility to both near and distant 37 migration destinations (Jaquet et al., 2015; Upreti and Shrestha, 2015) . Finally, a robust road 38 infrastructure can provide vital corridors for evacuation and rescue in the aftermath of disaster. 39
However, benefits of roads need to be weighed alongside evidence that roads may benefit non-poor 40 households more, perhaps making development less even (Hettige, 2006 induced. Although roads represented a small proportion of total land area at the time, Laban warned 52 that as the road network continued to expand, the number of landslides will, "increase drastically in 53 the near future, especially if more careful construction methods are not undertaken" (Laban, 1979: iv) . 54
Both research projects were widely influential and according to Rankin The BRI has for now elicited more questions than answers, including: which roads will be expanded, 145
will it link rural mountain communities to greater economic development opportunities, better health 146 care and education options, and increased social networks; or will the BRI trunk roads spawn more of 147 the poorly engineered local roads with their demonstrated low cost effectiveness and high 148 environmental impacts? Without adequate controls and support, rural villages can be expected to tie 149 into these trunk roads by expanding the network of poorly-constructed local roads, with ensuing 150 environmental, economic and human risks associated with roadside erosion and slope failures that 151 damage both the roads and the neighboring productive land. 152
Despite this bleak picture, Nepal has the governance systems in place to resolve the problem if it 153 chooses to do so. Numerous technical manuals and departmental guidelines provide the basis for good 154 alignment determination, careful engineering, the stabilization of incipient landslides in slopes and the 155 prevention of erosion through the use of bio-engineering (Deoja, 1994; DOR, 2013b 
